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Tragedy Trivialized 

EXECUTIVE ACTION 
Directed by DAVID MILLER 
Screenplay by DALTON TRUMBO 

Much of this film is fiction, accord- 
ing to the credits; but much, too, is fact. 
Which is which never becomes clear. 
This state of affairs might matter less in 
an ordinary thriller than it does here, in 
a melodrama concerning the assassina- 
tion of John Kennedy. The film makers 
state in a disclaimer that they do not 
maintain that a conspiracy to assassi- 
nate the President did actually exist. 
They want only to suggest how such a 
conspiracy “might have happened.” 

It happens, in Executive Action, like 
a low-grade, seedy shoot-’em-up. Dalton 
Trumbo’s script is based on a story writ- 
ten in part by Mark Lane, the lawyer 
and assassination-conspiracy buff. Real 
names of persons and places are_used 
except where they would be most cru- 
cial. The conspirators — Burt Lancaster, 
Robert Ryan, Will Geer and John An- 
derson among them — are assigned fic- 
tional names, but only the vaguest iden- 
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tities. Ryan, the force behind the plot, 
is wealthy; Lancaster apparently is a 
maverick intelligence operative; Geer, 
an elderly man who has oil interests. 
Such sketchiness satisfies the require- 
ments of neither history nor drama. 

If this were a film about another as- 
sassination — say, a plot to kill the board 
chairman of a large corporation — the te- 
dium of Miller’s direction, the dry rot 
of Trumbo’s writing, would quickly do 
it in. Instead, the movie is kept going’ 
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by the baleful novelty of being about 
Kennedy. Whatever factual points the 
movie might have made are inextricably 
mixed up in trappings that would have 
seemed awkward even in a creaky TV 
series like Foreign Intrigue. The exis- 
tence of a double for Oswald is not made 
even dramatically credible; yet the mov- 
ie and the assassination theory it im- 
plies depend crucially on that. 

If the film makers hoped to reopen 
or revitalize the investigation of the as- 
sassination, there is nothing here to do 
it. The movie is so clumsy it may ac- 
complish exactly the opposite: it may 
discredit all the theorists who have 
raised some pertinent and puzzling 
points and make them look like dab- 
blers in unlikely melodrama. The movie 
trivializes national tragedy and leeches 
off still-painful wounds. * J • C . 



